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Equality and Inequality

Political ethnographer Adam Ashforth has reached a startling conclusion
concerning democratization in South Africa: witchcraft is threatening the
country’s hard-won democracy. From 1990 to the recent past, Ashforth
has spent much of his time sharing the public and private lives of Soweto
(South West Township), a huge black suburb of Johannesburg. His Soweto
sojourn has therefore taken him through what most observers hail as
South Africa’s transition from authoritarianism to democracy.

Before he started working in Soweto, Ashforth wrote an impressive
historical analysis of the legal process by which apartheid took shape
(Ashforth 1990). But preparation for a book on witchcraft, violence, and
democracy plunged him shoulder-deep into ethnography. Through first-
hand observation, personal intervention, and incessant interrogation of
his acquaintances, Ashforth built up a powerful picture of coping, strife,
and hope amid vicious violence. Ashforth’s ethnographic involvement
forced him to abandon many a preconceived category and explanation of
struggle during and after apartheid.

Ashforth argues persuasively that witchcraft is hobbling South African
democratization. Sowetans and South Africans at large commonly believe
that evil persons can call up occult forces to harm others they envy or
dislike; that calling up such occult forces constitutes witchcraft; that some
individuals inherit or learn the skills of witchcraft, thus becoming witches;
and that only counter-use of occult forces can overcome witchcraft’s dam-
aging effects. Witchcraft can kill, cause personal suffering, and destroy
careers. Fear of witchcraft, counteraction of witchcraft, and initiation
of witchcraft pervade daily life. In a national population of 44 million,
perhaps half a million South African “prophets” specialize in combating
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witchcraft (Ashforth 2005: 8). In their combat, they appeal to supernat-
ural forces, especially those mediated by ancestors.

Witchcraft long preceded South Africa’s democratization. As a fact
of African life for at least a century, it mingled with religious practice
and belief, including those of the many Christian sects that organized
spiritual life in black townships. During the vast anti-regime mobiliza-
tions of the 1980s in those townships, accusations of witchcraft often
accompanied accusations of being the state’s paid informers. Crowds of
youths often attacked suspected informers and witches – without mak-
ing too fine a distinction between them – by filling tires with kerosene,
placing the tires around suspects’ necks, and lighting them on fire. Dur-
ing the post-Apartheid era, the burning-tire attacks focused primarily on
witches (Ashforth 2005, chapter 5; Bozzoli 2004, epilogue). But in Soweto
democratization has not caused witchcraft to fade away. On the contrary,
according to Ashforth it has become more pervasive and dangerous since
the 1990s.

How could that be? Ashforth offers two related explanations. First,
before the 1990s, essentially all Sowetans lived with the certainties of
hardship and oppression, under the fist of South Africa’s authoritarian
state. Since then life has become more uncertain precisely because new
opportunities for escape and advancement have opened up. Second, in
Soweto and elsewhere a minority of black people have gained educations,
jobs, and incomes of which they could not previously have dreamed. A
black bourgeoisie consisting largely of former African National Congress
(ANC) activists is emerging (Johnson 2004: 224–225). But the vast major-
ity of black Africans have stayed behind. Between 1991 and 1996, in South
Africa as a whole, the richest 20 percent of black households increased
their real incomes by 15 percent, while the poorest two fifths lost 21
percent (Terreblanche 2002: 388). As a consequence, inequality has risen
within the black population. Hence the resentment and jealousy that feed
witchcraft have started to poison relations among neighbors, friends, and
relatives.

The prevalence of witchcraft poses multiple threats to South African
democratization. It greatly complicates public response to the medical
scourge that is devastating the country’s poor: AIDS. In 2003, an esti-
mated 21.5 percent of the South African population aged 15 to 49 were
HIV positive; one thousand people per day were dying of AIDS (Johnson
2004: 227, UNDP 2005: 248). Of pregnant women attending KwaZulu
province’s prenatal clinics in 2004, a full 40.7 percent tested HIV posi-
tive (Avert 2006: 1). To the extent that AIDS victims and their families
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see the disease as a result of witchcraft – the extent is large – an already
reluctant state’s capacity to deal with the menace declines and health
inequality increases. More generally, the disconnect between what ordi-
nary people experience as the major threat to their security and success,
on one side, and the state’s problem-solving programs, on the other,
discredits the state as a guarantor of protection and mutually binding
consultation.

South Africa’s rulers face a painful dilemma. If they acknowledge
witchcraft as the major problem their citizens confront in their daily lives,
what can they do about it? Wouldn’t any serious effort to root out witches
and witchcraft compromise human rights, privacy, and the rule of law? If
they deny witchcraft’s reality and seek to eliminate its influence through
propaganda and education, however, they align themselves against long-
established beliefs and practices. South African democrats who call for
enlightenment, concludes Ashforth, risk separation from the bulk of the
people:

They risk alienating themselves from the everyday concerns of their citizens, citi-
zens who find themselves living in a world with witches. Leaders who are alienated
in this way may find themselves struggling to create an image of the democratic
state as a regime embodying the true interests of the people they are governing.
If they neglect to deal with the witches, those who seek to rule may end up being
perceived as agents of evil forces themselves. Thus, the challenge for those who
would govern a democratic state in a world of witches, is to promote doctrines of
human rights while not being perceived as protectors of witches, who perpetrate
occult violence within communities. (Ashforth 2005: 15)

To be sure, every democracy faces moral and political dilemmas produced
by the discrepancy between premises of public politics and widespread
understandings among the citizenry: if a majority of a regime’s population
opposes same-sex cohabitation or high executive salaries, does the state
have an obligation to outlaw them? If most citizens consider religious law
more valid than secular law, should the state institute religious law? The
South African dilemma overshadows these common democratic problems
because no simple compromise among conflicting rights will reduce its net
harm. As a result, South African politicians remain silent on the problem
of witchcraft.

South Africa’s recent conflicts took place against the backdrop of
one of the 20th century’s most momentous national political struggles.
Before the revolution of the 1980s, South Africa had no serious experi-
ence with democracy. On the contrary, well before the formation of South
Africa as a relatively unified state during the early 20th century, successive
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figure 5-1. South African Regimes, 1948–2006

regimes built on racial oppression. Furthermore, the Afrikaner-dominated
coalition that came to power in the 1948 national elections tightened
racial controls, elaborated the official grid of racial-ethnic distinctions,
and stepped up an already formidable state’s capacity. South Africa de-
democratized visibly from an already undemocratic position.

Figure 5-1 sketches the regime’s trajectory in the democracy-capacity
space from 1948 onward. The figure shows de-democratization and
increase in capacity from 1948 until around the 1970s, further de-
democratization combined with declining capacity during the swelling
popular resistance of the next two decades, followed by spectacular
democratization plus some mild recovery of state capacity after 1990.
The rapidity and extent of these fluctuations recall France after 1789 and
Switzerland in the 1840s. They describe revolutionary change.

The problem we face here is how South Africa’s capacity-democracy
trajectory interacted with categorical inequality. Both recently and over
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the long run, South Africans have suffered greatly as a result of the regime’s
extraordinary intersections of inequality and public politics. In recent
years, however, South Africa has also produced the world’s most spectac-
ular combination of democratization with stark inequality. How should
we sort out these complex interactions?

Before looking more closely into those intersections, let us think much
more generally about relations among equality, inequality, democratiza-
tion, and de-democratization. This chapter offers a broad account of these
relations and then seeks to make that account credible by means of con-
crete historical examples, including South Africa during the 20th and
21st centuries. The account looks at 1) how categorical inequality arises
in general, 2) parts played by states and regimes in the creation and trans-
formation of categorical inequality, and 3) implications of 1 and 2 for
democratization and de-democratization.

What problems does inequality pose for democratization? As a glance
at Brazil, the United States, and India will verify, more or less function-
ing democracies can both emerge and survive in the presence of mas-
sive material inequalities. Social inequality impedes democratization and
undermines democracy under two conditions: first, the crystallization
of continuous differences (such as those that distinguish you from your
neighbor) into everyday categorical differences by race, gender, class, eth-
nicity, religion, and similar broad groupings; second, the direct transla-
tion of those categorical differences into public politics. Before the 1990s,
the South African regime not only fostered crystallization of everyday
differences by what it treated as “race” into massive material inequali-
ties, but it also built those distinctions directly into political rights and
obligations.

To the extent that citizen-state interactions organize around categor-
ical differences also prevailing in routine social life, those differences
undermine broad, equal, protected, mutually binding consultation. They
block or subvert democratic politics because they inevitably install large
resource disparities in the political arena. They inhibit coalition formation
across categorical boundaries. Meanwhile, they give members of advan-
taged categories both the incentive and the means to evade outcomes
of democratic deliberation when those outcomes counter their interests.
Before the democratic revolution of the later 1980s, as we will see, South
Africa’s whites repeatedly used their leverage to subvert even the simu-
lacra of democratic institutions they installed to divide and conquer the
country’s non-white population.
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Creation of Categorical Inequality

Democracy works better, and democratization is more likely to occur,
when political processes reduce translation of everyday categorical
inequalities into public politics. Our explanatory problem, then, concerns
how insulation of public politics from categorical inequality occurs. To
explain that insulation process, however, it helps to step back and take
a look at the processes that create categorical material inequality in the
first place.

Inequality is a relation between persons or sets of persons in which
interaction generates greater advantages for one than for another. At a
small scale, we might trace out the unequal relations that characterize a
shop, a household, or a neighborhood. At a large scale, multiple relations
of this kind compound into vast, connected webs of inequality. At either
scale, the interpersonal networks involved approximate single hierarchies
only under extraordinary circumstances – for example, when some power-
ful institution such as an army, a corporation, or a church clumps people
into distinct levels. More often people become clumped into categories
without forming neatly ranked hierarchies. Members of those categories
differ, on the average, in their advantages, but categorical boundaries are
important because people use them to organize social life and to reproduce
inequality between members of different categories.

Durable categorical inequality refers to organized differences in advan-
tages by gender, race, nationality, ethnicity, religion, community, and simi-
lar classification systems (Tilly 1998). It occurs when transactions across a
categorical boundary (e.g., male-female) 1) regularly yield net advantages
to people on one side of the boundary and 2) reproduce the boundary.
Although forms and degrees of categorical inequality vary dramatically
across times and places, all large human populations have always main-
tained substantial systems of categorical inequality.

Here is a barebones account of how such systems emerge and operate:! Material inequality results from unequal control over value-producing
resources (e.g., some wildcatters strike oil, while others drill dry wells).! Paired and unequal categories such as male-female or white-black con-
sist of asymmetrical relations across a socially recognized (and usually
incomplete) boundary between interpersonal networks; such categor-
ical pairs recur in a wide variety of situations, with the usual effect
being unequal exclusion of each network from resources controlled by
the other (e.g., in U.S. urban ghettos, immigrant merchants often make
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their living by selling mainly to black people, but never integrate into
the black community).! An inequality-generating mechanism we may call exploitation occurs
when persons who control a resource 1) enlist the effort of others in
production of value by means of that resource but 2) exclude the others
from the full value added by their effort (e.g., before 1848, citizens of
several Swiss cantons drew substantial revenues in rents and taxes from
non-citizen residents of adjacent tributary territories who produced
agricultural and craft goods under control of the cantons’ landlords
and merchants).! Another inequality-generating mechanism we may call opportunity
hoarding consists of confining disposition of a value-producing
resource to members of an in-group (e.g., Southeast Asian spice mer-
chants from a particular ethnic-religious category dominate the distri-
bution and sale of their product).! Both exploitation and opportunity hoarding generally incorporate
paired and unequal categories. The boundaries between greater and
lesser beneficiaries of the value added by effort committed to con-
trolled resources (e.g., the distinction between professionals and non-
professionals – registered nurses and aides, scientists and laboratory
assistants, optometrists and optical clerks, architects and architectural
drawers – often marks just such boundaries).! Over a wide range of circumstances, mobility across boundaries does
not in itself change the production of inequality, but it alters who bene-
fits from inequality (e.g., so long as college degrees remain essential for
engineering jobs, acquisition of those degrees by immigrants reinforces
the exclusion of non–degree holders, even among immigrants).! Inequalities produced in these ways become more durable and effective
to the extent that recipients of the surplus generated by exploitation
and/or opportunity hoarding commit a portion of that surplus to repro-
ducing 1) boundaries separating themselves from excluded categories
of the population and 2) unequal relations across those boundaries
(e.g., landlords devote some of their available wage-labor to building
fences and chasing off squatters).

Those are the theory’s bare bones (for more detail, see Tilly 2005a).
Taken in these terms, the theory does not provide direct explanations for
individual-by-individual variation in success and failure or for change and
variation in the overall distribution of a country’s wealth and income. But
it does explain the creation of categorical inequality.
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BOX 5-1. Historically Prominent Inequality-Generating Resources

! Coercive means, including weapons, jails, and organized specialists in
violence! Labor, especially skilled and/or effectively coordinated labor! Animals, especially domesticated food- and/or work-producing animals! Land, including natural resources located in and on it! Commitment-maintaining institutions such as religious sects, kinship sys-
tems, patron-client networks, and trade diasporas! Machines, especially machines that convert raw materials, produce goods
or services, and transport persons, goods, services, or information! Financial capital – transferable and fungible means of acquiring property
rights! Information, especially information that facilitates profitable, safe, or
coordinated action! Media that disseminate such information! Scientific-technical knowledge, especially knowledge that facilitates inter-
vention – for good or evil – in human welfare

Exploitation and opportunity hoarding always set crucial barriers in
place. A first take on inequality in any setting begins with specification
of the value-generating resources on which exploitation and opportunity
hoarding are operating. Box 5-1 lists the main classes of resources whose
control has supported inequality in one setting or another across the long
sweep of human history. It does not exhaust the possibilities. Control of
precious metals or minerals has, for example, sometimes figured centrally
in exploitation and opportunity hoarding; here I have folded those sit-
uations into the topic of control over land containing the minerals. But
the list does identify the main classes of resources that have supported
large-scale systems of inequality over the last 5,000 years.

All of these resources lend themselves to production of benefits for some
recipients by means of coordinated effort. When they are in short supply
and relatively easy to circumscribe, they all lend themselves to exploita-
tion and opportunity hoarding, hence to the generation of inequality.
Coercive means, for example, have underlain many systems of inequality
for thousands of years and still play at least some part in the maintenance
of inequality throughout the world despite the rising importance of items
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later on the list. Land ownership still constitutes the fundamental basis of
inequality in the world’s poorer agricultural regions.

In the World Bank’s broad survey of poor people’s experiences,
Bangladesh provides a striking case in point. In the Bangladeshi village of
Kalkerchar, according to local testimony, rich people “have their own land
and other properties, livestock for cultivation, and money for investments,
and can afford sufficient meals, wear good clothes, send their children to
school, have jobs and mobility, and are free from disability” (Narayan
and Petesch 2002: 120). Middle categories own or sharecrop one or two
acres of land, while the “social poor” combine sharecropping with wage
labor for the rich. The “helpless poor,” in contrast,

are largely landless, without homesteads or farmland. Wage labor and sharecrop-
ping are their main means of earning a living. Study participants say the helpless
poor are identifiable by their old clothes and pained faces. They can afford nei-
ther health care nor education for their children, they do not have the means to
entertain guests, and many cannot afford a dowry to marry daughters. (Narayan
and Petesch 2002: 121)

Over the last five millennia, most human beings have lived in the lower lev-
els of just such land-based inequality systems. Machines, financial capital,
information, and media are historical latecomers. Only recently has con-
trol over scientific-technical knowledge become a major basis of inequality
across the world.

If the notion that scientific-technical knowledge may one day rival
wealth as a basis of categorical inequality strikes you as far-fetched, how-
ever, consider how the Persian Gulf emirate Qatar is investing income
from its huge but exhaustible supply of natural gas. The emir, Sheikh
Hammad bin Khalifa Al-Thani, is investing billions in scientific education
and research, with the intent of making Qatar the Middle East’s research
magnet. The emir’s wife, Sheikha Mozah bint Nasser Al-Misnad, runs the
Qatar Foundation for Education, Science, and Community Development,
worth billions in its own right. She has committed the proceeds from an
entire oil well, perhaps $80 million per year, to a scientific research fund.
In a principality of 800,000 people, the 500 students at the fledgling uni-
versity, Education City, stand every chance of becoming a national elite
(Science 2006). If the emir’s program succeeds, control over land (and in
this case the fossil fuels beneath it) may well give way to control over
scientific-technical knowledge as the chief basis of Qatar’s inequality.

Prevalence of one combination of inequality-sustaining resources over
another strongly affects patterns of individual and collective mobility.
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Where coercive means prevail, individuals and groups that acquire arms
and warriors gain crucial mobility advantages. In agrarian systems, acqui-
sition or loss of land (which often occurs, to be sure, through someone’s
use of coercive force) makes the great difference. Only in recent eras of
wage labor and extensive commerce has it been widely possible for work-
ers to save money from wages and then invest it in such small enterprises
as craft production and retail trade.

By themselves, prevailing resources strongly differentiate systems of
inequality. Across the contemporary world, for example, the great promi-
nence of land plus coercive means in the inequality of such countries as
Uganda and Cambodia contrasts greatly with the sorts of inequality based
on financial capital and scientific-technical knowledge in France or Japan.
Brazil is moving from a system of inequality based chiefly on enormous
differences in control over land to another one – no less unequal – based
much more heavily on control over financial capital and scientific knowl-
edge. China is experiencing widespread rural conflicts as it shifts from a
land-coercion inequality system to one in which control over machines,
financial capital, and scientific-technical knowledge looms large.

Prevalent inequality-generating resources and their current control
strongly affect the viability of authoritarian rule. Regimes that rely on
control of land, labor, and coercive means – the most common vari-
eties over the last 5,000 years – lend themselves handily to tyranny. But
within such regimes rulers inevitably face limits to their personal consoli-
dation of power. Limits stem from the invariable reliance of such regimes
on powerful, partly autonomous intermediaries such as warlords, land-
lords, and lineage heads. Much more rarely, regimes relying especially
on commitment-maintaining institutions such as shared religions impose
authoritarian control over their citizens in the names of gods, priests, and
prophets. Resources later in the list – machines, financial capital, infor-
mation, media, and scientific-technical knowledge – only figure in state
authoritarianism when rulers monopolize the production and/or distribu-
tion of those resources. Most of the time, rulers incorporate the producers
and distributors of those resources into their regimes and thus accept lim-
its on their own authoritarianism.

We begin to understand why capitalist economies host democratic
regimes more frequently than other sorts of economies. The connec-
tion does not lie in the ideological compatibility of democracy and free
enterprise, but in the material basis of rule. Look back at the resources
listed in Box 5-1. Items early on the list – coercive means, labor, animals,
land, and commitment-maintaining institutions – have not only underlain
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categorical inequality across the bulk of human history but also served
most commonly as the direct bases of rule (Tilly 2005b).

Large-scale regimes, for example, have commonly depended on the
contingent allegiance of large landlords who deployed their own armed
force, enjoyed extensive autonomy within their own domains, drew their
main revenues from the land and labor they controlled within those
domains, and supported the military enterprises of their overlords, but
only within stringent limits. To the degree that a regime incorporates
coercion-wielding warlords or labor-exploiting landlords directly into its
system of rule, it simultaneously builds in the everyday inequalities around
which people organize social life. Such a regime exercises power through
the very people who have both the means and the interest to block the
populations they control from resisting tyranny. It builds in obstacles to
broad, equal, protective, mutually binding consultation.

Look at the items later on the list: machines, financial capital, infor-
mation, media, and scientific-technical knowledge. All undergird enor-
mous material inequalities in the contemporary world. They do not fig-
ure in capitalist economies alone; such non-capitalist giants as China and
Iran likewise rely heavily on machines, financial capital, information,
media, and scientific-technical knowledge. In both capitalist and non-
capitalist economies, reliance on those resources generates broad categor-
ical inequalities between those who control them and those who either
lack access to them or fall under their influence. But on neither side of the
divide do regimes build categorical distinctions produced by control over
the resources directly into their systems of rule.

Why, then, does capitalism give democratization a better chance?
Because regimes in relatively prosperous non-capitalist economies main-
tain the political integration of categorical distinctions that are orga-
nized around resources earlier on the list, notably coercive means, land,
and commitment-maintaining institutions. Under state socialism, all three
implemented the state’s rule, despite nominal commitment to a fourth
resource, labor. In states prospering through their monopolies of salable
resources such as oil, rulers typically defend their monopolies by using sig-
nificant shares of their revenues to reproduce boundaries between mem-
bers of their own commitment-maintaining institutions and all others. In
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Bolivia, and Venezuela, we see oil-rich rulers
broadcasting very different ideologies but using abundant oil revenues to
build up rulers’ support networks and to exclude their opposition. In all
these cases and more, rulers block the way to thoroughgoing capitalism.

Full-fledged industrial and financial capitalism, in contrast, permits
rulers to rule without nearly so heavy a reliance on the unequal categories
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of everyday life. Whether they rely on a small circle of capitalists or a
large circle of taxpayers, they must simply acquire enough capital to
pay for their states’ major activities. One might imagine a capitalist
regime that assigned distinctly superior political rights to possessors of
capital, media magnates, or specialists in scientific-technical knowledge.
Orwellian dreams about the future often involve one or more of the three.
But the paths by which capitalism actually developed made it much easier
and attractive for rulers to maintain a rough balance between the mass of
consumers and the mass of citizens. Under capitalism, citizens, workers,
and consumers coincide (Cohen 2003, Montgomery 1993).

Regimes and Inequality

Nevertheless, all regimes, democratic or otherwise, inevitably intervene
in the production of inequality. They do so in three distinct ways: by pro-
tecting the advantages of their major supporters; by establishing their
own systems of extraction and allocation of resources; and by redis-
tributing resources among different segments of their subject populations.
Compared to undemocratic governments, broadly speaking, democratic
governments offer protection for advantages received by larger shares of
their subject populations, create systems of extraction and allocation that
respond more fully to popular control, produce more collective benefits,
organize broader welfare programs, and redistribute resources in favor
of vulnerable populations within their constituencies more extensively
(Bunce 2001, Goodin et al. 1999, Przeworski et al. 2000).

These very activities, however, involve democratic states in perpetu-
ating some kinds of categorical inequality. Most obviously, democratic
states devote extensive effort to maintaining boundaries – and differences
in benefits – among their own citizens and between their citizens and
citizens of other countries. But to the extent that they secure property
and existing forms of social organization, they also sustain the inequality
already built into property and existing forms of social organization. State
maintenance of inheritance rights, for example, passes racial and ethnic
differences in wealth from one generation to the next (Spilerman 2000).
Within democratic regimes, a great deal of political struggle centers on
the extent to which the state should sustain or alter existing categorical
inequalities.

If democratic regimes live with extensive material inequality and demo-
cratic states invest in maintaining existing forms of material inequality,
then the absence of inequality cannot be a necessary condition of democ-
racy or democratization. Instead, the democratic accomplishment consists
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of insulating public politics from whatever material inequalities exist.
Democracy can form and survive so long as public politics itself does
not divide sharply at the boundaries of unequal categories. Conversely,
political rights, obligations, and involvements that divide precisely at
categorical boundaries threaten democracy and inhibit democratization.
Democracy thrives on a lack of correspondence between the inequalities
of everyday life and those of state-citizen relations.

Note the corollary: Both the organization of major political actors
around the boundaries of significant categorical inequalities and the enact-
ment of rules for political participation that correspond to such bound-
aries – especially if excluded parties are those whom existing categori-
cal inequalities already disadvantage in general – undermine democracy.
In western political regimes, categorical differences by nobility, religious
status, gender, race, and property ownership have supplied the primary
bases of unequal rights and obligations, but elsewhere ethnicity and kin-
ship have figured as well. To the extent that such distinctions dominate
public politics, democracy falters.

Changes in the overall degree and character of categorical inequality
also affect democracy’s prospects. Any substantial increase in categorical
inequality that occurs without some compensating adjustment in public
politics poses a serious threat to existing democratic regimes. Increasing
categorical inequality threatens democracy because it gives members of
advantaged categories means and incentives to:

! Opt out of democratic bargains! Create beneficial relations with state agents! Shield themselves from onerous political obligations! Intervene directly in state disposition of resources! Use their state access to extract more advantages from unequal rela-
tions with non-state actors! Use their influence over the state for further exploitation or exclusion
of subordinate categories, and thus! Move their regimes even further away from broad, equal, protected,
mutually binding consultation.

Democracy and democratization depend on some combination of 1)
material equalization across categories and 2) buffering of public politics
from categorical inequality.

Negative versions of these mechanisms (e.g., proliferation of pri-
vately controlled armed force and formation of class-segregated political
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BOX 5-2. Mechanisms Insulating Public Politics from Categorical
Inequality

1. Dissolution of state controls (e.g., legal restrictions on property-holding)
that support current unequal relations among social categories (e.g.,
wholesale confiscation and sale of church property weakens established
ecclesiastical power)

2. Equalization of assets and/or well-being across categories within the pop-
ulation at large (e.g., booming demand for the products of peasant agri-
culture increases number of middle peasants)

3. Reduction or state containment of privately controlled armed force (e.g.,
disbanding of magnates’ personal armies weakens noble control over
commoners, thereby diminishing nobles’ capacity to translate noble-
commoner differences directly into public politics)

4. Adoption of procedural devices that insulate public politics from cat-
egorical inequalities (e.g., secret ballots; payment of officeholders; and
free, equal access of candidates to media forward the formation of cross-
category coalitions)

5. Formation of politically active coalitions and associations for cross-
cutting categorical inequality (e.g., creation of region-wide mobilizations
against state property seizures crosses categorical lines)

6. Wholesale increases of political participation, rights, or obligations that
cut across social categories (e.g., state annexation of socially heteroge-
neous territories promotes categorically mixed politics)

coalitions or associations) facilitate translations of categorical inequality
into public politics and thus reverse democratization.

Major processes combining these mechanisms include 1) equalization
of categories (as seen chiefly in mechanisms 1, 2, and 3) and 2) buffering of
public politics from categorical inequality (as seen chiefly in mechanisms
3 to 6).

Box 5-2 lists specific mechanisms that promote equalization and/or
buffering. They describe rare historical occurrences. Over most of history,
for example, rulers and their main supporters resisted any dissolution of
state controls that supported the unequal relations among social cate-
gories at the time; on the contrary, when they had the capacity they acted
to reinforce those controls. Again, one of the last things rulers and their
major supporters have ever given up is their private control over armed
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force; private armies and secret police still flourish in many low-capacity
undemocratic regimes of Asia, Africa, and Latin America.

Yet sometimes several of these mechanisms have activated at once, pro-
moting equalization and/or buffering. The formation of settler colonies
such as Argentina and Australia, for example, equalized material con-
ditions as compared with the colonizing countries. Although they regu-
larly subordinated, massacred, or excluded indigenous people, the settlers’
shared endeavors promoted accommodations buffering public politics
from inequalities among settlers. Any historical explanation of democrati-
zation must specify the sequences and combinations of these mechanisms
as they insulated public politics from categorical inequality.

Inequality and Democracy in South Africa

Most states accommodate, or even benefit from, the forms of inequality
that prevail among their citizens. Few, however, have ever undertaken to
engineer categorical inequality as a means of rule. In the recent past, South
Africa’s rulers undertook the world’s most extensive effort to integrate
racial categories directly into their system of political control. For a few
decades, that effort succeeded; it sustained exploitation and opportunity
hoarding by a white ruling class without bringing economy or polity to
a halt. It used coercion to back the power of capital. Then, with strategic
external allies, the victims of oppression increased their resistance to the
point of stalemating economic life and bringing down the regime. During
the 1980s, a revolution occurred in South Africa.

South Africa’s experience with categorical inequality makes vividly
visible a set of processes implied by the theory just laid out, but rarely
occurring elsewhere with such deliberation and observable public effect.
The regime’s imposition of racial categories on public politics destroyed
insulation of politics from existing categorical inequalities, thereby de-
democratizing an already undemocratic regime. But the revolutionary
struggles of the 1970s and (especially) the 1980s built up some insu-
lation between racially defined categorical inequality and public poli-
tics, and thus promoted conditions for eventual democratization. It did
so in two ways: by producing sustained popular resistance against the
direct inscription of racial categories into politics, and by forging power-
ful (if temporary) coalitions across racial and ethnic categories. Reforms
of the 1990s and thereafter then promoted partial democratization by
causing a modest decline of material inequality across racial categories,
by generating greater inequality within the African category, and by

D7B C 8 C7 4 7 D :DD C  5 4B 697 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 676 8B :DD C  5 4B 697 B9 5 B7 4B 697 2 7BC D / 0 D C 4 75D D D:7 4B 697 B7



P1: KAE
0521877718c05 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 20:20

Equality and Inequality 121

introducing new buffers between existing inequalities and South African
public politics.

In his sweeping history of South African inequality, economist Sampie
Terreblanche summarizes the main features in these terms:

One of the clearest patterns is that, during the long period of colonialism and
imperialism, the colonial masters were mostly the victors in group conflicts, and
the indigenous population groups mostly the losers. A second pattern – closely
linked to the first – is that in the post-colonial period local whites (the descendants
of the settlers from erstwhile colonial Europe) were again (at least until 1974)
mostly the conquerors, and therefore in a position to enrich themselves, mostly
at the cost of indigenous people.

The colonial powers and white colonists did so in mainly three ways: firstly,
by creating political and economic power structures that put them in a privi-
leged and entrenched position vis-à-vis the indigenous population groups; sec-
ondly, by depriving indigenous people of land, surface water, and cattle; and,
thirdly, by reducing slaves and indigenous people to different forms of unfree and
exploitable labor. These three threads have run ominously through South Africa’s
modern history, from the mid-17th until the late 20th century. (Terreblanche
2002: 6)

Over three centuries, then, whichever Europeans ran South Africa used
their political power not only to subordinate the indigenous population
but also to stamp their own definitions of unequal categories on social life
in general. In broadest terms, most systems sharply distinguished Afrikan-
ers, British, Asians (especially of Indian origin), Africans, and Coloured –
those non-white people who fit into none of the other categories. Only
under the system called apartheid, or apartness (1948–1990), did the state
itself take pains to organize public life around further distinctions within
the African population. It did so with a vengeance: it inscribed categorical
inequality directly into public politics.

Box 5-3 presents Terreblanche’s convenient periodization of changes in
South Africa’s political economy from 1652 to 2002. Each of his “systemic
periods” generated a somewhat different pattern of inequality among
racial and ethnic populations. Installation of apartheid from 1948 onward
modified, and then reinforced, categorical differences previous adminis-
trations had created. It did so with greatly increased intensity: uprooting
Africans and Coloured people from long-established urban residences;
herding Africans into small, fragmented, overpopulated homelands; even
segregating European children into different schools according to the lan-
guage spoken at home, English or Afrikaans.

White demand for black labor in cities, mines, and farms, however,
subverted all plans for total containment of South Africa’s populations.
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BOX 5-3. Six “Systemic Periods” of South African Inequality, According
to Sampie Terreblanche

1. The mercantilistic and feudal system institutionalized by Dutch colo-
nialism during the second half of the 17th and most of the 18th cen-
turies (1652–1795). During this period the Trekboere created a semi-
independent feudal subsystem, with its own power and labor relations.
But this feudal subsystem was not fully independent and must therefore
be regarded as part of the Dutch colonial system.

2. The systems of racial capitalism institutionalized by British colonialism
and British imperialism during the “long 19th century” (1795–1910). The
legal, political, and economic patterns introduced by the British destroyed
the mercantilistic, feudal, and traditional patterns of the Dutch East India
Company, the Afrikaners, the Khoisan, and the Africans, in that order.

3. During the 19th century the Voortrekkers succeeded in creating relatively
independent republics north of the Orange River, in which they adapted
labor patterns that were by then regarded as illegal in the Cape. The
power constellations of the two republics were precarious, but they were
still independent enough of the colonial authority in the Cape to practice
a separate feudal system.

4. After the discovery of diamonds (in 1867) and gold (in 1886), British
colonialism was transformed into an aggressive and more comprehen-
sive version of imperialism and racial capitalism. To successfully exploit
South Africa’s mineral resources, the British had to create a new power
constellation and political and economic system. To institutionalize a sys-
tem conducive to the profitable exploitation of gold, the British fought
several wars at the end of the 19th century, including the Anglo-Boer War
(1899–1902). The new power constellation was not only maintained but
also more thoroughly institutionalized during the first half of the 20th
century, when political, economic, and ideological power was mainly in
the hands of the local English establishment, which had close ties with
Britain. It is necessary to distinguish between the systemic period of colo-
nial and agricultural racial capitalism during British colonialism (1795–
1890) and the systemic period of colonial and mineral racial capitalism
during British imperialism and the political and economic hegemony of
the local British establishment (1890–1948).

5. When the Afrikaner-oriented National Party (NP) won the general elec-
tion of 1948, it used its political power to intensify unfree labor patterns.
Although the NP did not drastically transform the economic system of
racial capitalism institutionalized by the English establishment, it used
its political and ideological power to institutionalize a new version of it.
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During the last 20 years of Afrikaner political hegemony (1974–1994),
a crisis developed surrounding the legitimacy and sustainability of white
political supremacy and the profitability of racial capitalism. In the early
1990s Afrikaner political hegemony collapsed rather dramatically as a
prelude to the rise of African political hegemony.

6. Since 1990 we have experienced a transition from the politico-economic
system of white political domination and racial capitalism to a new sys-
tem of democratic capitalism. Over the next 12 years (1990–2002) a
democratic political system – controlled by an African elite – was suc-
cessfully institutionalized. Unfortunately, a parallel socioeconomic trans-
formation has not yet taken place.

Adapted from Terreblanche 2002: 14–16

Growth of manufacturing and services promoted rapid expansion of the
black urban population, until by 1945 manufacturing had surpassed min-
ing’s contribution to South African GDP (Lodge 1996: 188). By 1960, a
full 63 percent of the African population lived at least temporarily outside
African reserves (Fredrickson 1981: 244). Around that time, furthermore,
what had been an urban labor shortage shifted to a labor surplus, so
that African unemployment concentrated increasingly in cities and town-
ships rather than rural reserves. South Africa’s rulers had to manage the
contradiction between treating Africans as conquest-formed Natives and
recognizing them as capitalist-created Workers. The contradiction led to
costly efforts to segregate blacks from whites residentially and socially
while drawing more and more Africans into the urban and industrial
labor forces (Murray 1987, chapter 2; Terreblanche 2002, chapter 9).

Establishment of tribally defined segregation, furthermore, responded
not only to official conceptions of history but also to political convenience.
In Thembuland, paramount chief Sabata Dalindyebo led opposition to the
state’s apartheid land redistribution plans but found himself displaced by
a state-backed candidate:

The new system provided an expedient opportunity for the NAD [Native Affairs
Department] to dilute the influence of chiefs it regarded as uncooperative. The
popularly acknowledged Paramount Chief Sabata Dalindyebo, for example, saw
his chiefdom arbitrarily split into two regions, Thembuland (later renamed
Dalindyebo) and Emigrant Thembuland. In the latter region, Kaizer Matanzima,
a once obscure chief who early showed a genuine interest in the philosophy and
practice and soon the material rewards of apartheid, was elevated to paramount
chief. (Evans 1990: 44)
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When the regime created the new homeland of Transkei in 1963, it made
Matanzima homeland chief. Transkei then became a formally independent
republic, under Matanzima’s headship, in 1979 (Davenport and Saunders
2000: 402, 432).

Urbanization, industrialization, and political expediency did not keep
South African authorities from building racially defined categories deeply
into the country’s legal and economic structures. Even partial legalization
of African unions in 1979 inscribed the government’s own racial divisions
into the law. Recipients of this organizational largesse faced an acute
dilemma: accept state-endorsed categorization and retain meager claims
to land and employment or reject it and abandon all state-enforced rights
whatsoever.

Take the case of M. G. Buthelezi, who became leader of the Zulu
homeland encircling Durban called KwaZulu. Buthelezi started out as
an ANC (African National Congress) activist, expelled from Fort Hare
University for participating in an ANC demonstration. He split with
the party over his own ambition to run the homeland and created the
Inkatha Freedom Party. His Inkatha Freedom Party activists dominated
the export of migrant labor from the region and collected protection from
merchants inside it. The party also received clandestine subsidies from
the apartheid state. During the 1980s and well into the 1990s, Inkatha
and ANC activists fought running battles for control of KwaZulu local-
ities. Buthelezi’s movement exemplifies that even some Africans had a
stake in the categories earlier imposed by white South Africans to sustain
their domination (Davenport and Saunders 2000: 434–435, 500–501). We
should therefore avoid any supposition that the political actors of 20th-
century South Africa had somehow formed prior to and independently of
the successive regimes within which they lived and struggled (Jung 2000).
The state engaged energetically in the very production of the unequal
categories it imposed on public life.

The state’s determination did not, of course, guarantee that its actions
produced the effects its rulers desired. One might have thought, for exam-
ple, that the strict hierarchy of apartheid would produce economic homo-
geneity within each racial category. On the contrary, by excluding possi-
ble competition, the state-backed system of exploitation and opportunity
hoarding generated wide disparities between successful and unsuccess-
ful whites. Within the African population, a large gap separated impov-
erished rural areas beset by massive, rising unemployment and urban
or mining regions, where Africans had work, albeit badly paying work.
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Consequence: great inequality within the white population and substan-
tial inequality within the African population.

When affirmative action moved a small number of Africans into previ-
ously all-white positions after 1990, their presence did not transform pre-
viously existing hierarchies and promotion channels. Instead, those few
Africans benefited from the same inequality-generating mechanisms that
had prevailed among their white predecessors. At the same time, however,
the great mass of Africans remained in poverty, and rising unemployment
hit Africans disproportionately. Racial categorization declined, but mate-
rial inequality persisted or even increased. Jeremy Seekings and Nicoli
Nattrass sum up this phenomenon in these terms:

The apartheid distributional regime provided full employment for white people
(by means of a combination of racially discriminatory labour-market, industrial,
and educational policies) while channeling cheap African labour to unskilled jobs
in the mines and on farms. But the very success of this regime in advantaging
white people allowed the basis of exclusion to shift from race to class: white South
Africans acquired the advantages of class that allowed them to sustain privilege
in the market and ceased to be dependent on continued racial discrimination. The
consequence of this was that some classes of black South Africans could become
insiders while others remained largely excluded from the benefits of prosperity.
(Seekings and Nattrass 2005: 6)

These consequences, however, did not become visible until massive resis-
tance, confrontation, and revolutionary transformation had destroyed the
state-imposed racial system of apartheid.

Resistance, Confrontation, and Revolution

Separatist policies had unanticipated political consequences as well. First,
they drove Africans, Asians, Coloureds, and dissident whites into a com-
mon front as apartheid governments increasingly deprived the Asian and
Coloured populations of distinctive rights they had previously enjoyed.
Second, the apartheid regime’s attempt to impose new chiefs and territo-
rial units that would perform the work of indirect rule actually stimulated
popular resistance to chiefly authority and beyond it to governmental
control (Olivier 1991). From around 1970 the state’s control of black
settlements weakened, its ability to impose labor discipline declined, and
violent encounters pitting citizens against repressive forces consequently
multiplied.

Separatist policies finally made government-defined African identities
available as bases of political mobilization. In 1983, a shaken apartheid
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regime attempted to expand its support by establishing a very unequal
tricameral legislature that incorporated representatives of the Asian and
Coloured populations into separate chambers. That measure, however,
spurred mobilization among black Africans and among other non-black
challengers of the regime. At street level, informal groups of young
activists called “comrades” alternately collaborated and fought with
members of community organizations called “civics.” The formation of a
national United Democratic Front from 575 disparate organizations drew
on connections established by the now-illegal BC (Black Consciousness
movement) and ANC, but went well beyond them. At its peak, the UDF
claimed 2 million members (Johnson 2004: 187).

In 1985 a similar (and, in fact, overlapping) coalition of trade unions
formed COSATU, the Congress of South African Trade Unions. Those
well-brokered organizations coordinated widespread resistance to the
regime. Threatened, the government declared successively more repressive
states of emergency in July 1985 and June 1986. The latter declaration:

gave every police officer broad powers of arrest, detention, and interrogation,
without a warrant; they empowered the police commissioner to ban any meeting;
and they prohibited all coverage of unrest by television and radio reporters and
severely curtailed newspaper coverage. The government had resorted to legalized
tyranny. (Thompson 2000: 235)

The government detained thousands of suspects without trial. Despite the
state of emergency, despite banning of many community organizations,
and despite preventive detention of activists by the thousands, black mobi-
lization actually accelerated during the later 1980s. Resistance combined
with international sanctions to shake white control of public politics.

Under domestic and international pressure, even the once-solid
Afrikaner bloc began to crack. Stigmatized, boycotted, deprived of new
investment, and cut off from credit by many Europeans and Americans,
including the European Community and the U.S. Congress, big capitalists
lost much of their enthusiasm for apartheid (Price 1991, chapter 7). In
1982 National Party Members of Parliament (MPs) opposed to any com-
promise had already bolted the NP to form a smaller, determined Con-
servative Party (CP). For five more years, NP governments (now harassed
by right-wing pressure and the threat of autonomous Afrikaner military
action) tried to subdue their opponents on both flanks by legal means and
clandestine assaults. During 1988, the government intensified its attacks
on the ANC and the government’s liberal opposition, as the ANC’s own
sabotage campaign accelerated.
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After the NP beat the CP badly in the white municipal elections of
October 1988, however, president and NP head P. W. Botha announced
dramatic concessions. They included reprieves of six ANC activists under
death sentences and transfer of ANC leader Nelson Mandela from the
hospital where he was being treated for tuberculosis to house arrest rather
than back to the island prison where he had suffered for 25 years.

The following year brought decisive steps toward settlement of South
Africa’s domestic standoff. In 1989, NP leader and premier F. W. de Klerk
undertook negotiations with the previously banned ANC, including Man-
dela himself, freeing most of the ANC’s imprisoned leaders. De Klerk’s
toleration of a 35,000-person multiracial protest march–cum-celebration
in Cape Town (September 1989) not only signaled a major shift of strategy
but also encouraged multiple marches on behalf of reconciliation through
the rest of South Africa. A welcome-home celebration for freed ANC pris-
oners at Soweto’s Soccer City “became in effect the first ANC rally in 30
years” (AR 1989: 295).

By 1990, de Klerk was governing in close consultation with the ANC.
Released from house arrest, Mandela became a major participant in
national politics. In 1991, COSATU activist Cyril Ramaphosa won elec-
tion as the ANC’s general secretary. Meanwhile, KwaZulu homeland chief
Buthelezi’s Inkatha Freedom Party, which had previously received clan-
destine support from the government and the National Party, found itself
increasingly isolated. Inkatha stepped up attacks on its ANC rivals, but
by the 1994 elections was only receiving about 6 percent of the national
black vote, as compared with the 75 percent that went to the ANC. (Of
the total vote, all racial categories together, the ANC got 63 percent, the
NP 20 percent, and Inkatha 11 percent.) In a triumph that would have
astonished almost any South African of any political category ten years
earlier, ex-prisoner Nelson Mandela became president of South Africa.

“As the South African state in 1990 began to shift away from formal
racial exclusion and segregation, toward ‘non-racial’ democracy,” notes
Anthony Marx,

racial identity and mobilization has lost some of its salience. In its place, political
entrepreneurs have increasingly relied on “tribal” or “ethnic” identities as the
basis of mobilization, as indicated by Zulu nationalism and “coloured” fears of
African domination under the ANC. (Marx 1995: 169)

Disaggregation occurred at two levels: the non-white front cracked; by
1996, for example, Coloured voters in the Cape were opting massively
for the National Party, former architect of apartheid. But the categories
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African, Coloured, and Asian also lost unifying force in favor of smaller-
scale distinctions.

Nevertheless, the ANC also had to negotiate between 1990 and its elec-
toral triumph of 1994. The Soviet Union’s partial disintegration in 1989
had two crucial effects in South Africa. First, it reduced the credibility
of the conservatives’ claim to serve as a bulwark against an international
communist conspiracy. Second, it reduced external diplomatic and finan-
cial support for the ANC. Together, the two effects encouraged the United
States to press both sides for a compromise solution other than a revo-
lution. To assert its presence, the ANC declared 1991 its “year of mass
action,” calling its supporters to peaceful, disciplined strikes; boycotts;
marches; and rallies (Jung and Shapiro 1995: 286).

Step by step, the ANC presence undermined the NP plan of establishing
some sort of power sharing. Yet the ANC also worked to avoid complete
polarization. It accepted “proportional representation for elections, job
security for white civil servants, and an amnesty for security forces that
admitted to crimes under the old regime” (Bratton and van de Walle
1997: 178). Thus a semi-revolutionary situation yielded to a remarkable
negotiated compromise.

As the ANC came to power, significant splits occurred within the for-
mer resistance movement. Not only did many ANC leaders move directly
into governmental positions and businesses previously closed to Africans,
but divisions occurred at the local scale as well. Civic organizations had
played crucial parts in initiating boycotts and other mass actions during
the 1980s, but they lost much of their political weight, in part because
their leaders left for opportunities in the new regime, but also in part
because the ANC imposed strict tests of loyalty on those it continued to
sponsor (Zuern 2001, 2002). Some street-level comrades who had used
their muscle to defend their townships against white forces turned to gang
rivalries and petty crime. “Since 1994,” reports Richard Wilson,

in the absence of political and economic opportunities, ANC para-militaries have
become criminals as a means of economic survival. Sharpeville gangs still calling
themselves Special Defense Units run protection rackets, promising security from
other criminals and SDUs in return for regular payments from terrorized residents.
The ANC repeatedly attempted to arrange a cease-fire between feuding factions,
but could neither maintain nor enforce it. (Wilson 2001: 179)

In parallel to the departure of a small but prosperous new bourgeoisie,
black communities have seen a dramatic split between those swept into
the ANC state and those left behind.

D7B C 8 C7 4 7 D :DD C  5 4B 697 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 676 8B :DD C  5 4B 697 B9 5 B7 4B 697 2 7BC D / 0 D C 4 75D D D:7 4B 697 B7



P1: KAE
0521877718c05 0 521 87771 8 Printer: cupusbw January 23, 2007 20:20

Equality and Inequality 129

 

 
0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1917 1936 1946 1960 1970 1980 1995

Year

P
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
W

h
it

e 
In

co
m

e White

Coloured

Asian

African

figure 5-2. Relative per Capita Income by Racial Category, South Africa, 1917–
1995
Source: Terreblanche 2002: table 10.8

Figure 5-2 shows one result of an extraordinarily unequal political sys-
tem. From 1917 to 1995, it compares the per capita incomes of Coloured,
Asian, and African citizens with those of whites. Although the South
African regime kept Africans at the bottom throughout the eight decades,
until the recent past it also held the Asian and Coloured populations at
very low levels. The installation of apartheid from 1948 onward did not
much affect the relative position of the Coloured population, but it clearly
hurt both Asians and Africans; by 1970, the per capita income of Africans
had fallen to 6.8 percent of white income; the average white earned almost
fifteen times more than the average African.

Then the system began to shatter. After 1980, Asians nearly dou-
bled their relative position (rising to 48.4 percent of white income), and
Africans finally began to gain as well. In contrast, the Coloured population
(largely neglected by ANC patronage and frequently joining the political
opposition to ANC hegemony) made no relative gains at all. Since 1995,
African mobility into higher income categories continued, so that “by
2000, there were about as many African people as white people in the top
income quintile” (Seekings and Nattrass 2005: 45). Since Africans made
up about 75 percent of the population and whites about 14 percent, of
course, those numbers fell far short of parity. Nevertheless, class inequal-
ity began to displace racial inequality in economic life. The shattering of
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apartheid and the black acquisition of political power started to make a
significant difference to South Africa’s material inequality.

The dismantling of apartheid did not entirely eliminate racial categories
from South African public life. Whereas the coalition against apartheid
had aligned African and Coloured citizens shoulder to shoulder, the ANC
state’s affirmative action program on behalf of “formerly oppressed” peo-
ple generally referred to Africans alone (Jung 2000: 202). Shakeup of
the civil service removed a number of Asian and Coloured officials from
lower-level bureaucratic positions (Johnson 2004: 214). Abe Williams, the
Western Cape’s Coloured provincial minister for welfare, complained:

But you see what is happening to Coloured people is that they are feeling the
hurt of affirmative action against them. When they fought apartheid they were
considered part of the struggle against apartheid. But now that apartheid is out of
the way, they are not getting the benefit of the new system because they are again
being seen as “you’re not Black.” And that is very heartbreaking. (Jung 2000:
203)

In the Western Cape and elsewhere, indeed, considerable numbers of
Coloured voters turned to the ANC’s opposition, the formerly racist
National Party. Given overwhelming ANC power over the state, we can
hardly speak of 21st-century South Africa as a thoroughgoing democracy.
It is not obvious, furthermore, that the new regime will avoid substitut-
ing sharp class divisions for the racial divisions that long defined South
Africa’s public politics. But as compared with the 1970s, the regime has
moved dramatically toward broader, more equal, better protected, mutu-
ally binding consultation between state and citizens. Through its partial
buffering of public politics from categorical inequality, the regime has
democratized.

Mechanisms at Work

One case does not constitute a general argument. South Africa, further-
more, is an extreme case: one in which the state deliberately, openly,
and for a while successfully inscribed categorical inequalities that already
prevailed across everyday social life into national public politics. The per-
vasiveness of witchcraft and of HIV infection, furthermore, could com-
promise South Africa’s gains from democratization, and even cause the
beleaguered regime to de-democratize. Yet South Africa has two advan-
tages for the advancement of this book’s analysis. First, it shows that there
exists at least one important national experience that does conform to this
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book’s unfamiliar line of explanation. Second, it indicates what we might
expect to find in less extreme cases if the argument is valid.

If you look back at Box 5-2, for example, you will find that all the
mechanisms for insulating public politics from categorical inequality listed
there came into play at one stage or another of South Africa’s great trans-
formations after 1970:! Dissolution of state controls that support current unequal relations

among social categories! Equalization of assets and/or well-being across categories within the
population at large! Reduction or state containment of privately controlled armed force! Adoption of procedural devices that insulate public politics from cat-
egorical inequalities! Formation of politically active coalitions and associations cross-cutting
categorical inequality! Wholesale increases of political participation, rights, or obligations
that cut across social categories

These mechanisms’ mere presence does not prove that they actually
promoted democratization in South Africa. Yet the overall narrative
of South African political change lends plausibility to my main causal
account: State efforts to use categorical inequality as an instrument of
rule unexpectedly generated powerful cross-category coalitions, which
eventually created buffers between public politics and inequality. That
South African democratization remains incomplete goes without saying.

In less extreme cases, we will have to dig even deeper to trace precise
cause-effect connections. Among other things, it will often be difficult to
separate processes connecting trust networks to public politics from those
that produce buffers between public politics and inequality. Neverthe-
less, the preceding six-item checklist of crucial mechanisms applies just as
clearly to the 19th-century United States or 20th-century India as to South
Africa since 1970. Moreover, each item points to a corollary mechanism
that should, in principle, promote de-democratization. Disintegration of
cross-class coalitions in favor of political actors firmly entrenched within
unequal categories, for example, threatens reversal of democracy. Spain
during the period between 1930 and 1936 looks like a case in point. In
Spain, the bourgeois republic’s exclusion of organized peasants and work-
ers broke up the coalition that made the democratic revolution of 1930
to 1931 and re-inscribed class differences directly into public politics at
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the same time that military men led by Francisco Franco were threaten-
ing the republic from the right (Ballbé 1985, González Calleja 1999, Soto
Carmona 1988).

The memory of Spain in a period of looming civil war raises new ques-
tions about connections between autonomous power centers and public
politics, as distinguished from the influence of trust networks and cate-
gorical inequality. Chapter 6 takes us into that complex realm.
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